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Documentation and Fiction in Hameiri's Accounts of the Great War
The Great War (1914) (1915) (1916) (1917) (1918) was the most devastating and violent conflict the world has known until then, a total war which resulted in the death of over eight million soldiers and some five million civilians on all sides of the conflict. This war changed Europe and brought an end to the existing world order and a break of known traditions and cultures. It was also unprecedented in its literary impact, with thousands of established and future writers taking part and directly affected by the war relating their experiences in writing. Over a million Jewish soldiers participated in the war, of which some also chose the pen to document, and creatively respond to, the horrors they underwent and witnessed (Abramson, Hebrew xii-xix) . Of these Jewish writers, Avigdor Hameiri (Feuerstein) stands out for the importance and centrality of the war writings in his overall oeuvre. With a literary career spanning from 1907, with the publication of his first Hebrew poem, to his death in Tel Aviv in 1970, Hemeiri is best remembered for his expressionist poetry and his theater work, mostly satire. A significant share of his literary production is his war literature, which includes two docu-novels, a play, twenty-seven short stories and some fifty poems, but all were composed in a period of about fifteen years, from the time of the war until the 1930s, and Hameiri has not returned to this theme in later life (see Holtzman, where he lists all the known First World War Hebrew writers). This paper will examine Hameiri's war diary alongside some of his short stories, in an attempt to understand their significance both for world literature and for the emerging Hebrew culture of his time.
On 11 April 1930, the Mitzpah publishing house placed an advertisement in the Hebrew daily newspaper Davar announcing the publication of the second edition of Hameiri's The Great Madness: Notes of a Hebrew Officer in the Great War ( ‫הגדול‬ ‫השגעון‬ : ‫הגדולה‬ ‫במלחמה‬ ‫עברי‬ ‫קצין‬ ‫רשימות‬ ). Only a few months previously, on 6 November 1929, the same paper printed an advertisement for the publication of this book, with the publisher's promotional blurb placing it alongside the great examples of world literature of the Great War. When advertising the second edition, however, it seems like there was no longer a need to elaborate on the content and the quality of the book, as the advert simply reads: "The first edition of 2000 copies sold out within several months -a record for an original Hebrew book" (" ‫בת‬ ‫הראשונה‬ ‫ההוצאה‬ 2000 ‫אחדים‬ ‫חדשים‬ ‫במשך‬ ‫נמכרה‬ ‫אכזמפלרים‬ -‫מקור‬ ‫עברי‬ ‫ספר‬ ‫של‬ ‫ריקורד‬ ") (Davar 9). Although the Hebrew term for a best-seller was not to be coined until a decade later, and at this time there were no formal listings of book sales, Hameiri's book was, in fact, the very first Hebrew bestseller among the Hebrew readers in the land of Israel and the only literary work of its kind published in Hebrew. Its popularity, as well as its reception as a Hebrew example of contemporary European literature, can be found in a review published in the daily newspaper Doar Hayom from 5 January 1930, by Uri Keisari, who writes that I spent the months May till July 1929 in Europe, on board ships at sea, on trains in land, along borders, French, Belgium, Swiss. Offices, halls, taverns, restaurants, cafés. Everywhere, at every corner, in every hand: All Quiet on the Western Front. In a fatal manner the book would appear everywhere, as if it were an epidemic, a kind of wind blowing and passing from place to place. In a train carriage eight people are sitting. Seven of them are reading. All seven books: All Quiet on the Western Front. On a smaller scale the same is happening with us, now. The Great Madness is found in every hand. On the beach, in the hands of a young woman. In the corridor of the gymnasium [high school], in the hand of a student. On the train, in the hand of the worker. In the city, the moshava, in the village. In the house, outside -The Great Madness.
(Keisari 3).
Keisari was not alone is noting the similarities between Remarque's anti-war novel published only a few months before and Hameiri's Great Madness. Hameiri himself took pains to prove that his work was composed earlier and is therefore not directly influenced by All Quiet on the Western Front. And indeed, sections of the book appeared in the daily newspaper Haaretz under the title The Great Paradox in 1925-26 (see Drukker 268; Holtzman, Avigdor 43-51) . It is important to note that, unlike The Great Madness, Remarque's book is not a memoir, and despite the use of the first person narrator and the present tense, it is a product and reflection of the post-war generation. There is no doubt, however, that its phenomenal success led to the creation of the 'boom' in war literature at the time as seen in the positive reception of The Great Madness (Eksteins 351 Hameiri (1890 Hameiri ( -1970 was born in Ódávidháza in the Trans-Carpathian region then a part of Hungary, and in his youth received traditional Jewish education. He studied in Budapest where he became active in Zionist circles and was involved also in circles of poets and writers. He befriended the Jewish Zionist writer and activist József Patai (1882 Patai ( -1953 ) (see Hameiri, Great 76) , as well as the renowned Hungarian poet Endre Ady and both these writers had a lasting influence on Hameiri and his writing. The excitement of the Hebrew critics at the publication of The Great Madness and its success with the reading public derive from the fact that the work is at once CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 17.3 (2015) : <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/vol17/iss3/16> Thematic Issue Life Writing and the Trauma of War. Ed. Louise O. Vasvári and I-Chun Wang both an example of and belongs within European literature and that it is an expression of Jewish identity in the early twentieth century (see Mond <http://www.nrg.co.il/online/47/ART1/877/114.html>). Hameiri found himself throughout his life identified and identifying with Jewish and Zionist ideology, as well as Hungarian nationalism alongside a form of Central European cosmopolitism, and this dual identity is clearly reflected in his war literature. National loyalty, Zionist aspirations, and European pacifist identity all three exist in contradiction in his life, identity, and works (see Rachamimov 179). The success of The Great Madness with the Hebrew readers in the land of Israel in 1929-30, is partly owing to the unlikely setting and unusual voice of the protagonist: a European Jew, versed in tradition, a dedicated Zionist, yet an active member of Hungarian literary circles, and a member of the avant garde nightlife in Budapest at the eve of the Great War.
In the author's introduction to the 1929 edition of his book The Great Madness, Hameiri refers to his text as "notes" ‫)רשימות(‬ and claims they have been written during his time on the front starting two days after he became a soldier at the age of twenty-four, and up to the day when he was taken prisoner along with his platoon by the Russians three years later. He adds: "I have neither polished not coarsened my notes, nor did I add to them or subtract from them. I made my notes and waited for the finale, for the return to general sanity." ( ‫אותן‬ ‫כערתי‬ ‫לא‬ ‫וגם‬ ‫העובדות‬ ‫את‬ ‫שפרתי‬ ‫לא‬ :
) (Hameiri, Great 11) . This insistence on the authenticity of the work as a memoir, from the onset, has led readers and critics to focus on the time, conditions and status of the writing. As Paul Fussell has shown in his careful reading of Robert Graves's Goodbye to All and Siegfried Sassoon's Memoirs of an Infantry Officer (1930), all memoirs contain elements of artistic embellishments, but the use of literary tropes, reconstructed dialogue, and juxtaposition, while they give the texts an element of fictional writing need not, necessarily, diminish their authenticity . The presence of a creative artist controlling the narrative is most pronounced in Hameiri's case owing to his choice of language. Choosing to write in Hebrew, a language that had no vernacular use at the time and was not the language in which the war was experienced, Hameiri places himself as the writer who is also a mediator between the lived experience -or reality -and the literary product (see . As Barbara Foley shows in her study of US-American nonfiction novels, the writing of history has often been between the borders of documentary and fiction, without wishing to blur them (see 289-91) and Hameiri's insistence of the "truth" of his work does not restrict him to use only straightforward reportage. Hameiri's life at the front was lived in a mixture of languages, typical of the Austro-Hungarian army, but more pronounced in his case, where he uses Hebrew as a language to communicate with fellow Jewish soldiers, as well as a language he uses to respond to events as they unfold in his poetry and in his diary. There is no record of the actual document composed at the front line, but textual hints suggest that it was a combination of both Hungarian (as the early published sections, still during the war, attest) and Hebrew, as can be seen in short epigraphs in some of Hameiri's wartime sketches of his comrades in arms, extant in a private archive (see Alexander) . Only the poems composed in Hebrew find their way into the final printed version, whereas his poetry in Hungarian, written to serve the military machine, is mentioned, but not reproduced (see Drukker 264) .
Despite some factual "modifications" or re-writings found in Hameiri's documentary novels/diaries, most critics and scholars stress the detailed and journalistic style of Hameiri's writing praising his ability to conjure a hellish reality for his readers. Avner Holtzman stresses the realism found in The Great Madness and Hell on Earth and while listing the literary devices used, he concludes that they are nonfiction novels. This helps him in his analysis of Hemeiri's short stories, which in contrast to the diaries, are freer in their use of symbolism and fantasy (see Holtzman, Avigdor 54-5, 101-13; Ben Ezer). Hameiri published twenty-seven short stories that deal directly with the war. Many of them were first published in newspapers and periodicals throughout the 1920s, some earlier, still during the war, in Hameiri's own Hungarian translation (under the pseudonym Albert Kova [Patai 219; Rachamimov 186] ), written while a prisoner in Siberia. The stories were then collected in book form in three collections: ‫אדומים‬ ‫שמיים‬ ‫תחת‬ (1925) (Under Red Skies), ‫יעקב‬ ‫קשת‬ (1926) (Jacob's Bow), and ‫מנצרת‬ ‫ישו‬ ‫רבי‬ ‫בשם‬ (1928) (In the Name of Rabbi Jesus of Nazareth) five more war stories were published in a later collection and they were all gathered in an edition of Hameiri's war stories published after his death in 1970. The short stories were well-received, but did not cause the sensational excitement as the publication of The Great Madness. In his short stories Hameiri usually focuses on a single event or character and the setting is vague. While in The Great Madness much attention is given to chronology, location, and setting, the short stories lack background and begin with the action in media res. Some of them relate to characters and events which are also described in The Great Madness and a comparative reading of these parallel versions highlights the techniques and possibilities of the different media.
In both the novel and the short stories there is an interesting move between condensed or minimal description and detailed accounts, for literary effect. The novel begins with a description of civilian life at the outbreak of the war and the events that lead to the transformation of the narrator from a civilian to a soldier at the front line. The first six chapters of The Great Madness are devoted to this journey, from the author's newspaper desk and from the nightlife of pre-war Budapest to the military barracks, all summarized in the opening lines of the first short story in the edited collection, entitled "The Doctrine of the Barracks" ‫הקסרקטין(‬ ‫:)תורת‬ "The invitation came suddenly. Of course we knew there was a war in the world, the war exists. But it is far from us. So far from us. And suddenly -we were taken, we were shoved in the train -march!"
(Hameiri, War Stories 9). However, the rest of this story, which in the original Hebrew version is nine pages long, describes in detail the arrival of the young recruits to the barracks near the front, where they need to be trained in haste. The story focuses on their first hours at the base, and the first encounter between the new recruits and their commander. While the speaker stands to attention, and is therefore a passive observer, the stage is taken up by CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 17.3 (2015) : <http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/vol17/iss3/16> Thematic Issue Life Writing and the Trauma of War. Ed. Louise O. Vasvári and I-Chun Wang the sergeant-major and his welcome speech. The same eventful first hour on base is told in the novel as well, but summarized into a single paragraph, reproduced here:
The sergeant-major instructed us in the meaning of Homeland and the rules of a decent man, who prays not to God but to His Majesty. The sergeant-major instructed, the shells kept coming, one after the other, enough to drive one mad. The sergeant-major was explaining the nature of the good soldier and the meaning of death, when suddenly a shell fell and stopped the word death right in his throat. He exploded into a thousand fragments, and all that was left of the sergeant-major were rags of flesh and bone. (
) (The Great Madness, 47).
There is irony in the commander's demonstrative death, the very first example of the reality of warfare presented grotesquely in all its horror to the newly-arrived soldiers to witness. Death, in all its manifestations, will accompany the speaker, and the reader, all throughout this corpus of war literature, and it is the central image of the short story, which ends thus, with the officer's speech:
" --No, sirs, do not philosophize, but hit, stab, tear, kill him, slit his head in seven, smash -s-m-a-s-h! -crush him to dirt, to garbage, to junk! … and you shall say: and your own life? Your own soul? --nothing of the kind: dammit, your own soul! Here there is no soul and there is no life, no thought and no feeling, but there is one special and unique thing, my nasty men, soft-hearted gentlemen -and that is Death! … Death! ... D-e-a-t-h! ... Do you know the meaning of D…" A loud sound of a cannon stopped him for a moment. The Sergeant-major hurried to finish: "Do you know the meaning of Death?" The cannon roared again: za-a-aa… A terrible and horrible explosion silenced him and stunned us all. We, the new recruits, dispersed in all directions -the grenade exploded in our midst and we were carried like chaff in the wind -and from afar we heard the voice of the Sergeant-major like a voice coming from a deep well, in a hoarse and dying groan saying: this is D-e-a-t-h … When all turned silent we returned to our places -and found our teacher lying wallowing in blood and dirt. His head suffered several injuries, his clothes torn to rags, and the intestines twisting out of his stomach, cut snakes, red-green-grey … And he is still partly alive and from his bleeding throat the terrible and severe voice still groans: "Th-i-s is D-e-a-t-h!.... Which of the versions of the final moments in the Sergeant-major's life, is truer? While the novel offers a short, almost laconic, and matter-of-fact reportage, the short story attempts to capture and record every detail of that moment, including the Sergeant-major's final speech, verbatim. The speech, which makes up most of the short story, is reconstructed. It could not be an accurate rendition of a given speech, not only because it is re-written in Hebrew, but also because it is written from memory. Critics and scholars have wrestled with this question trying to define the degree of truth found in memoirs, and especially in war literature, embodied in the fiction (Klein 4) . Moshe Ben Eliezer was one of the first critics to find Hameiri's novel too graphic and that the subject of war not suitable for a literary work. The accumulation of details and the variety of literary approaches to the theme, as seen in the example above of condensing or expanding at every moment, seem to Ben Eliezer to only exemplify the impossibility of true representation of history. The horror of war cannot be described in language without becoming literature, or fiction (Ben Eliezer 15 qtd. in Dromi) . The issue of the use of fiction to recount history becomes more acute after World War II and especially in regards to the Holocaust (Lang 19 ). While no one seems to doubt the ethics of Hameiri's truth claims nor the legitimacy of his use of historical elements in his fiction, the value of work is often judged against an ideal of two separate possible accounts: truth or fiction. Several reviews of the novel, when it first appeared, criticized Hameiri's extensive flourishing, finding the use of literary tropes and techniques unsuitable and ineffective for his subject manner. Again, comparing his work to Remarque's, one reviewer claims:
--
The comparison is inevitable: All Quiet on the Western Front by Erich Maria Remarque is a less 'literary' book than Hameiri's. According to all the signs in the book, it seems that Remarque has less poetic possibilities than Hameiri -but the book does not suffer at all from the fact that its author is not so blessed. Therefore the life of the soldier during the days of madness are given simply, with minimal literary devices, with an aspiration for a maximum truth. Therefore the soldier who lived through such a life as described in All Quiet on the Western Front, and will read it as his life story … It is not literature. It is not the case with Hameiri, whose literariness is in excess. Therefore he does not have the strength of simplicity found with Remarque. and craft as the essential elements of a memoir see Zinsser 6) . But as we can see from the example above, both genres play with the tools available to the writer, and even the most fantastical story is there as an expression of truth, though perhaps not a historical one. Jay Winter dismisses the question of the historical accuracy of war literature as uninteresting, with the claim that war novels are never documentary, despite the authors' assertion. Nonetheless, these literary recreations are relevant to our understanding of historical events, and can be true representations of an author's inner life (Winter, 66 and throughout) . Biographers of Hameiri can scan his texts for precise details about his life and experiences on the front. A cultural historian, on the other hand, can seek to find in the text more profound truths that the author wishes to convey. Reading all of Hameiri's war literature together, one cannot ignore the author's insistence on describing the horrors of life at the front and the effect of this war on the individual, both soldiers and civilians, and especially on the Jewish participants in this conflict.
In the introduction to the novel Hameiri claims that he "had not set out to observe the Jew in myself and in my comrades-in-death, but that is how it turned out" ( ‫ושבחברי‬ ‫שבי‬ ‫היהודי‬ ‫את‬ ‫לראות‬ ‫מראש‬ ‫התכוונתי‬ ‫לא‬ -‫למות‬ -‫יצא‬ ‫כך‬ ‫אך‬ ) (Great 11). Once again, the validity of this claim can be questioned, especially as the language chosen for the prose is a Jewish language (Drukker 265), but whether or not Hameiri intended this, the Jews are present in his literature as they were in the Eastern front. There are no precise records of the number of Jewish soldiers who took part in this war, on both sides of the conflict, and the estimate is that some 275,000-400,000 Jews served in the Austro-Hungarian army, with those attaining low officer ranks in the thousands (Rachamimov 181; Rozenblit, chapter 4) . The protagonist of The Great Madness identifies himself as a Jew, but is surprised to discover that this is how others see him as well. An anti-Semitic casual comment from one of the protagonist's nightlife fellows, "pallid and delicate university lecturer Dr. Garay," ( ‫הפריב‬ ‫אט‬ -‫הד‬ ‫דוצנט‬ " ‫והרך‬ ‫החיוור‬ ‫גאראי‬ ‫ר‬ ) (Great 3) suggesting that Jews are not loyal subjects, is the trigger for Hameiri's voluntary conscription (14) . And from that point on, the protagonist himself identifies the people he meets by their ethnic and religious background, in an army that is a genuine mix of peoples, nations, languages and cultures. The characters in the novel can be roughly divided into three groups: Jewish soldiers, most notably Corporal Margolis, a former Yeshiva student, and the older orthodox Jew nicknamed Uncle Osterreicher; anti-Semites, who are mostly to be found among the officers; and philo-Semites, mostly from other minority groups and simple private soldiers who befriend the Jewish protagonist, sometimes because of his Jewish identity. Some of the most vehement anti-Semites are converted Jews (like Private Mady, Hameiri, Great 142), but Hameiri also describes deeply-rooted Christian anti-Semitism. Jewish soldiers are also found across the line, in the Russian army. The reality of fighting against co-religionists is new to the Jewish population of Europe who for the first time enlist in significant numbers to fight a war. Hameiri's Jewish protagonists struggle with this new situation, of the possibility of facing their Jewish brethren in battle. Hameiri, in his narrative, pays attention to the particular difficulties of his fellow Jewish soldiers in this impossible "madness" of constant warfare. He describes how his protagonist and his Jewish men find creative ways to adhere to Jewish law and yet remain obedient soldiers, as in this episode, about Uncle Osterreicher:
The elderly soldier found a dead Russian soldier among our dead, who looked Jewish. He examined him, and when he found out he was really a Jew, he said "Kaddish" after him. And this was enough to have him reported and sentenced to a day's fast. The fast was no problem for him, since in any case he observed all the traditional fasts in the Jewish calendar. Moreover, Corporal Margolis, when he heard about it, thought of a clever ruse. He advised Uncle Osterreicher to go on the sick list. This was easy enough, since he had been suffering from an old man's chest since the thaw, and the doctor was partial to him on account of his regular praying, complete with shawl and phylacteries … The penalty fast was therefore postpones until the third day, which was -as Margolis knew very well -a traditional Jewish fast, Ta Giving a dead soldier proper burial, and in the case of a Jewish casualty, reciting the Kaddish prayer for the dead, is an act of courtesy and humanity, following one's conscience, but it is also adherence to religious obligation when faced with the death of a co-religionist. Empathy towards the fighting men on the other side of the line is a recurring theme in the literature of the Great War (Cole 484) , and it is not limited to those of the Jewish faith. Thus, building on this pacifist notion of comradeship among all fighting soldiers, on both sides of the conflict, often united in their hatred toward the high-ranking officers and the men in power presented as the war mongers, Hameiri can express this sympathy and remain a loyal and patriot fighter. The unique situation of the Jewish soldier in the Great War is further complicated when rumors of the proclamations of different European leaders to support the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine, and rumors of the establishment of a Jewish Brigade reach the front line. The chapter "Madame Pompadour" in The Great Madness describes the effect of the possibility of an independent, Zionist Jewish military force on the protagonist, and his Jewish fellow men. The title refers to the code name given to Joseph Trumpeldor (1880-1920), a Zionist activist and the founder, in 1915, of the Zion Mule Corps within the Allied forces (Silvertown 37) . When snippets of information about this cross-national Jewish organization is still scant and unconfirmed, Hameiri resists the temp- CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 17.3 (2015) ) (237). However, the chapter ends with chaotic outbreak of the impending confrontation with the enemy, which forces the protagonist to leave all ideologies and hopes aside and fight alongside his men, to preserve his life. The brutal reality forces the protagonist to act as he believes an officer should, despite his symbolic 'betrayal'. But even at this crucial moment, we can see that for Hameiri, the author as well as the protagonist at the front line, the option is not either/or. He is both and at the same time, a loyal Magyar soldier and an ardent Zionist, living daily a not a-typical contradiction of European Zionist patriotism, as experienced and expressed by many Jews across Europe in the first half of the twentieth century (see Aberbach) .
While the question of the loyalty and patriotism of the Jewish subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Jews, both civilians and soldiers, is one of the daily dilemmas facing our protagonist, another typical Jewish experience of the Eastern Front is the encounter with the Jewish civilians, the impoverished religious Jewish folk of Galicia, and this receives little mention in The Great Madness. The story of the Jewish communities whose lives were destroyed by the mere fact that the war swept across their homes is one of the lesser-known chapters of the Great War, as observed by Winter (chapter 3), Marsha and others. While in The Great Madness the protagonist encounters mostly anti-Semitic civilian population in the almost-deserted towns and villages of Galicia, some of Hameiri's short stories are devoted to the Jewish civilian population of Galicia. To a greater extent than in the novel, in the short stories as a whole, the Jewish theme is not accidental but central, and in some of the stories, the suffering of Jewish civilians is at the fore with the war acting as an almost insignificant background event (Abramson, Hebrew 24) . One such story is "The Bleeding Bible," from the first collection published in Hebrew in 1925, a story of Jewish suffering and martyrdom, told by a Jewish woman whom the narrator, the same persona of Hameiri the soldier, meets by chance. The narrator notices that the woman's house is void of any Jewish signs. The Jewish woman explains that only recently the Russians have taken possession of the village, having been warned of their unforgiving treatment of the Jews, she pretends to be a local gentile peasant woman, as she is forced to host the Russians at her home. She confesses that To become a gentile woman so to speak -was not at all simple. It was not an easy task. Well, first of all -I changed my clothes. The maid I had with me in the past gave me some of her clothes, and then -I messed up the house somewhat, made disorder in every corner, as is the custom in their houses. On the fire I placed a big and blackened pot, as the one they use for cooking pork, may God forgive me. And eventually -to make this nice mess complete -I mixed all the dishes, those used for meat together with those used for dairy food … God above! To stand and to watch this chaos! ... I shut my eyes, but what was I to do, and the danger of death is hovering over our heads. And then … and then … it is shameful to recount, sir, I myself, with my own hands, took the scissorsmay God forgive me all my sins, yes, I myself, cut off my son's sidelocks.
